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The King, the kings…and I
[Matthew 12:1-3 NIV]
In the beginning…
The celebration of Christmas


-- in case you haven’t noticed --



is rather lopsided in these United States of America.

The festivities begin far too soon


-- shortly after Halloween --



and end much too quickly




-- usually before the new year.

Oh, we like to sing of the “12 days of Christmas”


-- that is, the 12 days after Christmas --



but we never quite make it, do we?

When the 12th day of Christmas finally arrives on January 6th,


the unwanted gifts have been exchanged,



the holiday decorations have been placed in storage,




and the bored children have returned to school.
How unfortunate!

Studies of human behavior reveal


that we tend to be less churlish and more charitable 

during the Christmas season.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful then,

if the spirit of Christmas could linger a little longer 

in our worn and weary world?

The festival of Epiphany provides a glimmer of hope.

This festival – which we observe today –


is really our Christmas.

On this day we recall 

how he who was born King of the Jews [Matthew 2:2 NIV]


was also revealed to the magi




individuals who were not Jews…

individuals, who even though they came from Iran or Iraq,






were our representatives in the Christmas story.

The festival of Epiphany then gives us a second chance at Christmas…


a reason to extend the celebration…



a means to continue spreading our goodwill to men and women on earth.

The festival, though, does even more than that.

It also provides us with an opportunity


-- as the hectic holiday season ends and a new year begins --


to reflect…




and calmly examine our own attitude 

toward this one who was born king of the Jews.

The King, the kings…and I
The festival of Epiphany,


with its almost magical account of the magi,



is steeped in royalty.

In the three short verses that introduce the story,


the word “king” is mentioned or implied three times.

There is the baby Jesus, born King of the Jews;

there is the villain of the story, the treacherous King Herod;


and there are those mysterious magi,



the ones we like to call “the three kings of the Orient”.

Now, all of these kings have a part to play in this royal drama.
Only one, though, occupies the center stage.

The others are cast in supporting roles.

The King
The entire drama revolves around one figure –

the only figure in human history 

who can rightfully claim that he was born under a star.
When this individual was born,

he was called a king.

Strange label, though.
This king, you see, was born in a barn, not a palace.
He was wrapped in strips of rough cloth, not smooth silk.
He was welcomed by society’s foulest, not society’s finest.
Yet, when Jesus was born, he was called a king.

And after he grew up, he called himself a king.

Still a strange label, though.
He came, he tells us, not to be served, but to serve.
He came not to capture his enemies, but to captivate them –


come, he says to all who are weary, 


come to me…and I will give you rest [Matthew 11:28 NIV]
He came to rule, yes,


but not on a high throne in a fabulous palace,



but in the humble hearts of his faithful people. 

No wonder he had to clarify his position.

Near the end of his life,


when asked if he was a king, he agreed,



and then added that his kingdom is not of this world [John 18:36 NIV]
Is Jesus a king?
History, I believe, has answered that question.

God also reminds us that one day in the future,


everyone will also answer “yes”;

everyone – either in faith or in fear --




will recognize Jesus as a king.
The question we need to answer today is this:


is Jesus our king?

All of us, I submit, need a king –


someone or something that has the last word in our lives.

When I began my ministry, an old man told me,


“Son, you need something to get you through the night.”

Today, my evangelical friends say 


that there is a throne in my heart (yours, too)



and someone – or something – is on it, calling the shots.
The question?

Is it Jesus?

Is he your king and mine?

That’s what linguists call a “closed question”.
It means we have only two choices –


the two choices modeled by the other kings 

in that royal drama recorded by Matthew.

The kings…and I
There was King Herod –


the ruler of God’s chosen people…



the ruler when God chose to send his promised Savior to his people.
What we often forget is this:


that Herod himself was one of God’s chosen people.

He had “insider information” about what God was doing.
Yet he misunderstood –


misunderstood who Jesus was and what Jesus would do.

Herod regarded the One who was born King of the Jews as just that:


a Jew who would become king,


take over his throne and do what he failed to do:




bring peace and prosperity to the “Promised Land”.

No wonder Herod viewed Jesus, not as a help but a hindrance…

a threat to his way of life.

No wonder that Herod also mistreated Jesus –


sought to eliminate him from his life…



devised that now famous bloodbath:




the merciless slaughter of all children, 2 years of age and younger,





in the little town of Bethlehem.

Herod was such a villain.

We, of course, would never do such “dastardly deeds”…

or would we?

Like King Herod of old, we also have “insider information” today.

God has told all in his book to you and me;


he has revealed who Jesus is and what Jesus does.

Yet, how often don’t we misunderstand 

Jesus’ place and purpose in our lives?

It wouldn’t surprise me if we follow Jesus 

because we hope to find what Herod feared:



peace and prosperity in our own little world.

Listen to the evangelists on radio and TV;


read the books that line the shelves of our Christian book stores.

It no longer matters if you’re “early to bed and early to rise”;


today Jesus will make you “healthy, wealthy and wise”.

What, though, does God say?
What does he reveal in his book?

There you will find these words of Jesus:


If anyone would come after me,

he must deny himself, take up his cross and follow me. [Matthew 16:24 NIV]
Perhaps we, like Herod of old, see Jesus as a threat to our way of life.
What do you mean, Jesus, my parents are good for me?

What do you mean, experimenting with drugs after school 

and sex before marriage is bad for me?

What do you mean, I have to forgive the jerk who ruined my reputation?
What do you mean, I have to help the hungry and homeless?

What do you mean, I have to report all my income on Form 1040?

Maybe we, like Herod, then try to eliminate Jesus from our lives.
No, we don’t set out to kill him,


just keep him in his place –



in a church like this for an hour on Sunday.

You know, it has never escaped the eyes of a watching world


how what we preach on Sunday morning



is different than what we practice from Sunday noon to Saturday night.

Is Jesus Christ your king and mine?

A king called Herod models an answer to that question.

However, before you consider his option, 


remember his outcome.

For Herod, his choice meant 

the agony of insanity in his so-called “golden years”



and, finally, a horrible death.

Fortunately, there is an alternative.
The so-called “kings of the Orient” offer a second option.
Many fables -- but few facts – 

surround these mysterious visitors from East.
We know they were “magi” –

members of a wealthy and well-educated class of people



who enjoyed power and prestige in their homeland.

We also know that they came from the East –


more than likely what we today call the “middle East”…



more specifically from Iran or Iraq.

We, above all, know what they did.
We are told that they came to worship Jesus. [Matthew 2:2 NIV]
We are then shown what that means – 
to worship Jesus as king.
When they saw the child…, they bowed down  [Matthew 2:11 NIV]
Quite a picture, isn’t it?

Grown men bowing before a baby.

They obviously recognized, didn’t they?

Even though they were the “healthy, wealthy and wise” of their culture,


these “kings of the Orient” recognized their need for another king –



someone who could also get them through the night.

Then these kings showed that worship is more than a ritual.
After they recognized who Jesus was and what he could do,


they responded.

We are told that they presented Jesus with gifts [Matthew 2:11 NIV]
What were those gifts?
I bet you’re thinking of “gold, frankincense and myrrh”,


but I’m thinking of three other gifts.
The “kings of the Orient, first of all, gave Jesus their time.

They spent at least two years of their lives looking for Jesus.

They also gave Jesus their talents.

They – more than likely -- were astrologers or astronomers


who used their skills to follow the star and find Jesus.

And, yes, they gave Jesus their treasure, too –

the “gold, frankincense and myrrh” mentioned in the story.
These “kings of the Orient” became loyal subjects of a King

whose kingdom is not of this world.

They demonstrated what it means to worship such a King.

Has their King also become yours and mine today?

Do we, like they, recognize Jesus as 

someone who can get us through the night?

someone who can free us from fretting over yesterday’s failures?



someone who can fortify us to face 

tomorrow’s disease, disability, even death?

Can we, like they, respond –

respond by offering all to him who first gave his all for us?

Can we – in this new year – resolve to dedicate our time


-- not one hour a week, but 24 hours a day – to Jesus?

Can we resolve to use our talents


not only to further our careers, 
but also to advance his kingdom
here in Washington County and there among the Chinese?

Can we resolve to open our treasures


and present Jesus with more costly gifts –



gifts that show how much he means to us?

Jesus Christ was born king of the Jews,
and on a day we call Epiphany

became king of the Gentiles as well.

Is this Jesus your king and mine today?

The kings of the Orient offer us a choice far different than King Herod’s.

They also present us with a challenge.
These kings – who gave their best –


challenge us to do better in this new year…


better than we have ever done before.

At the end…
We close with a word from yet another king.
Napoleon has said:


“Kings like me have built their kingdoms by killing people.


All these kingdoms have vanished from the face of the earth.


Christ built his kingdom, not by killing – but by dying for – people.


Only his kingdom lasts forever.”

The Herods and Napoleons have come and gone…


along with their kingdoms.

Only Christ and his kingdom will endure.

The wise men and wise women who today worship Jesus


as the wise-men of old did 
are part of that Kingdom.

Jesus will get them through every day…and every night;


they will go on and on.

In fact, one day – says God in his word to you and me --

they will go on to bigger and better things.

They will join the King of Kings in heaven,


where they themselves will live as kings and queens.

Do you want to be such a king…such a queen?

Be a wise man…wise woman.

Make Jesus your king today. 
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